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 Jesus’s method of doing theology, over against the 
prevailing methods of his time and place, provides a useful 
tool of Asian Christian theologians who seek alternatives to the 
methods which have been received from the West.
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Theology, Methodology, and an Asian Example
 There are many definitions of theology, some of which lead to volumes 
purporting to offer systematic exposition of the field. For the purposes of 
this paper, the following definitions of theology in general and of Christian 
theology in particular will serve as a guide. They are chosen because of their 
Asian origin.
 Theology is an apologetic reflection and description of personal or 
collective identity within a particular period of time and context done by 
people who participate in a religious faith community. It is personal confes-
sion, reflection, and description on the contents and meaning of one’s life of 
faith.
 Christian theology is an apologetic reflection on and investigation 
of the contents of faith and commitment by Christians in different ages and 
contexts. In other words, Christian theology is what Christians, after involve-
ment in human struggle or social praxis, through the Church or faith commu-
nity in which they participate, exercise through critical, insightful, intelligible, 
and confessional explanation of testimony of actions in which they have been 
engaged.1
 Method is a choice, made consciously or unconsciously. Both conscious 
and unconscious choices have their effect. Theologians perform neither magic 
nor parlor tricks but some operate by methods about which they themselves 
are unclear. Some declare their methods up front but use such specialized 
“tools” that distance them from their audiences.2 Others, equipped beyond 
the wildest dreams of the average Christian, make a grand show of developing 
and displaying new tools but never put these to the test.3 In contrast to these, 
there are theologians who use whatever comes at hand to do the job needed for 
the moment.4 They seek “elucidation” rather than absolute clarity. For these, 
method is recognized as useful, but the task at hand is more important.5 Few 
1. See Huang Po-ho, No Longer a Stranger: A Handbook of Contextual Theology (in Chinese) 
 (Tainan: Ren Kuang, 2001), chapter 1, questions 1 and 2.
2. See David Tracy, A Blessed Rage for Order (New York: Seabury, 1975).
3. See Leonardo Boff and Clodovis Boff, Como Fazer Teologia da Libertação [How to Do 
 Liberation Theology] (Petrópolis, Brazil: Vozes, 1986).
4. See Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1985).
5. See John H. Yoder, “Walk and Word: The Alternatives to Methodologism,” in Theology 
 without Foundations: Religious Practice and the Future of Theological Truth, ed. Stanley 
 Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy, and Mark Nation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994).
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theologians face their task naked and unequipped, dependent upon the grace 
of God alone. C. S. Song, claiming to do theology from an Asian standpoint, 
uses parables and methods from Asian reality to do Christian theology. He 
asserts that Christians can find meaning by going deeply into: (1) their faith, 
(2) themselves, and (3) the cultural and religious phenomena of the cultures in 
which they live. His route
 begins in the Bible and moves to theology
  to image
   to Bible
    to theology
     to anthropology
      to the meaning of being human 
      to Jesus.6 
 Song works in the company of others, finds local materials, and aims to 
build that which will sustain life.
 The apostolic exhortation, Ecclesia in Asia, was published by Pope 
John Paul II in New Delhi in November 1999. Some Asian readers have noted 
that almost the entire document could have been produced prior to and apart 
from the Synod. Its contents that are unique to the Asian context had already 
been said, powerfully and in great detail, by the Federation of Asian Bishops 
Conferences.7
 Ecclesia in Asia supports the hierarchical model of people lining up 
behind their bishops, and bishops lining up behind their bishop (the pope). 
One wonders whether a Church, which takes its orders from a Eurocentric 
curia and “clears” its theologies and practices through committees based in 
Europe for congruity with texts and traditions developed there, can be contex-
tualized in Asia.
Jesus’s Theology and Theological Methods
 Jesus’s primary teaching (and the core of the theology he articulated) 
was that the kingdom of God had arrived. The rule of God had broken into 
6. C. S. Song, Theology from the Womb of Asia (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1986), 52–53.
7. See Peter C. Phan, “Ecclesia in Asia: Challenges for Asian Christianity,” my.acu.edu.au
 /download.cfm/9C1A038A-5D61-4DD2-802B5B99A2222589, accessed September 5, 
 2006.
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human history precisely at this point in time. In this fashion, God’s law was 
obeyed and God’s will perfectly done.8 The major themes of his ethical theology 
were the nearness and accessibility of God, the forgiveness of God (with the 
requirement that those humans who come to Jesus be similarly forgiving) and 
the love of God (which requires adherents of Jesus to be loving).9 His methods 
included the following three:
 1) Asking: Three quarters of the pericopes in Mark are composed 
  around questions to, by, or about Jesus.10
 2) Re-interpreting: Taking a known belief and filling it with 
  a meaning that transcended the manner in which it had 
  previously been interpreted.
 3) Storytelling.
 Through questioning, re-interpreting, and storytelling he preached 
adherence to the will of God. He did not give rules to follow but proclaimed a 
relationship to God. Righteousness was found in relationship to God known 
in historical acts and stories.11
An Asian Theological Question
 When Wesley Ariarajah was serving as a pastor in Sri Lanka, 
a student told him of her non-attendance at a Hindu festival on the 
university campus. “We usually do not go to the festival because we do 
not worship the Hindu God.”12 Let us take up the question with which 
Ariarajah responded to her, “. . . are you saying that there is a Hindu God, 
different from a Christian God?”13
 If the question about the Hindu God as different from the Christian 
God is to be answered by the methods of Ecclesia in Asia, the conclusion is 
preordained. There is only one God, revealed in Jesus Christ whom the Church 
8. See Lk 10:23–24, Lk 6:20–21.
9. http://www.vanderbilt.edu/AnS/religious_studies/NTBib/nttheo.html, accessed March 29, 
 2007.
10. See Ched Meyers, “I Will Ask You a Question,” in Theology without Foundations: Religious 
 Practice and the Future of Theological Truth, ed. Stanley Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy, and 
 Mark Nation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 98.
11. See Mt 6:22–23, Lk 17:33.
12. Wesley Ariarajah, The Bible and People of Other Faiths (Geneva: WCC, 1985), 1.
13. Ibid.
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preaches. All ways, even Asian ones, to approach and understand this God will 
lead to the existing tradition and magisterium of the Church. If the question 
is to be approached using the methodologies identified with Jesus above, the 
answers might be quite different.
1) Asking Questions
 A dialogue similar to that which Jesus had with the crowd who met him 
and his disciples when they descended from the Mount of the Transfiguration14 
might go as follows.
 Q:  “Will you attend the Hindu festival?”
 A:  “No, because we do not worship the Hindu God.”
 Q:  “Which God, then, do you worship?”
 A.  “God whom we learn about in the Bible, in whose name we 
  pray at home and when we attend church.”
 Q:  “And what do your Bible and your church tell you about that 
  God?”
 A:  “That this is the only true God, the Creator and Ruler of 
  human beings and all things. He is the Lord of history and of 
  the world.”
 Q:  “Then, is not this God also the creator and ruler of Hindus, 
  and the Lord of Hindus’ history and world?”
2) Re-interpreting
 “You have heard that it was said, ‘the Hindus have their god and the 
Christians through the Bible know the only true God.’ But I tell you, the 
world does not have room for Christian, Hindu, and Muslim gods. There is a 
plurality of names for, conceptions of, and responses to the One true God.”15
3) Storytelling
 Some early disciples of Jesus and a few Pharisees were sitting together 
when a storyteller began thus: “There was a day when the sons of God came to 
present themselves before the Lord, and Satan came also among them.”16
14. See Mk 9:14–27.
15. Anantand Rambachan, “The Significance of the Hindu Doctrine of Ishtadeva for Under
 standing Religious Pluralism,” http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/interreligious/cd37
 -08.html.
16. See Job 1:6, 13.
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 “Stop,” cried one Pharisee. “You are admitting the adversary into the 
courts of heaven! I’ll hear no more of a story like this.”
 So, the storyteller began again, “A Pharisee visiting a city of Gentiles 
debated with some philosophers and won a hearing. He complimented them 
on their high degree of religiosity and particularly on an altar they had built for 
an unknown god. Having won his way into their hearts, he then proclaimed to 
them the God who made the world and everything in it, who is Lord of heaven 
and earth.”
Conclusion
 Though Ecclesia in Asia recommends the use of Asian stories, parables, 
and symbols characteristic of Asian methodology in teaching, it contains none. 
Jesus’s “educative” methods (educate is based on the Latin ex- “out” + ducere “to 
lead”) use interrogative dialogues, reinterpretation, and stories, to meet ques-
tions asked by people of living faiths in Asia and around the world. These are 
more likely to lead to answers adequate for the moment, answers that are more 
likely to be welcomed by the questioners.
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